Will Iran get a female president?
On 12 June Iranians will go to the polls to elect a president, and this year there is a possibility that one of the prominent contenders will be a woman, Rafat Bayat. According to Kamran Daneshjoo, the head of Iran's election committee, there have been some 475 registrations including 42 women. Women registered as candidates in the 2001 and 2005 presidential elections but were later barred from running in the final contest. This year things seem more hopeful particularly since the supervisory Guardian Council stated in April that there is no restriction on women standing. In Iran, the head of state is the supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, whereas the president is the highest elected official, responsible for the executive. The final approved list of presidential candidates is expected within a few days, but Bayat's staunchly conservative credentials should stand her in good stead with the selection committee.

Rafat Bayat, who is a graduate in sociology, currently sits in the Majles (legislative assembly) as an elected representative of Zanjan, a small province in north-west Iran. If elected, Bayat promised – in an interview with Radio Farda – to afford rights and protection for all women and to push women into the high levels of decision-making. She has critiqued President Ahmadinejad for not capitalising on the "golden opportunities" presented by the soaring oil prices in recent years, implicitly highlighting his failure to substantially improve the quality of life for most Iranians.

Bayat is not counted among the four major candidates for the presidency: Ahmadinejad the incumbent; Mehdi Karroubi, a former Majles speaker; Mir Hossein Mousavi, who served as prime minister during the 1980s; and Mohsen Rezaee a former commander of the Revolutionary Guard. However, previous presidential campaigns have yielded surprise results – neither Mohammed Khatami nor Ahmadinejad were considered frontrunners.

Elections, as well as constitutional interpretation, are overseen by the Guardian Council, a body composed of six Shia theologians and six jurists selected by the supreme leader and the head of the judiciary. In the 2005 presidential elections the council approved only six candidates out of a total of more than a thousand, a fact which led many to question the true democratic extent of the presidential elections, and thus Iran's political system. Mehdi Karrubi opposes the Guardian Council's imposition of "approbation supervision" and argues that the problem now goes beyond supervision: "The Guardian Council inspectors hold absolute authority and control over the elections."

According to the constitution, the president must be selected from the rejal siyasi. The word rejal is normally understood to refer to men, so the phrase translates as "statesmen". In Arabic, as in many European languages, mixed gender groups are assigned to the masculine plural, and in the Persian language gender is not specified, creating ambiguity. In April the Guardian Council stated that the term rejal siyasi should be interpreted to refer to the political elite – thus opening the door for women to run for the presidency. Previously the council had rejected women's candidacy, stating that "women lack the intellectual capacity and understanding to stand".

Persian media services are excitedly pointing to Bayat's candidacy as a major step forward for women. Interestingly, some are commenting that if elected she would be the first female president of a Muslim state, seemingly neglecting Megawati Sukarnoputri's presidency of the world's most populous Muslim state, Indonesia. Women's political activism in Iran has a long history: they played a significant role in the 1905 constitutional revolution and women's suffrage was first proposed in the Majles back in 1911. During Muhammad Reza Shah's "white revolution" suffrage was extended to women in 1963, and this right was preserved by the 1979 Islamic constitution, despite the fact that Ayatollah Khomeini and other Shia religious scholars had opposed women's enfranchisement in the 1960s. There have been several female Majles representatives and, under both Khatami and Ahmadinejad, women served as vice-president.

Bayat clearly is not a Muslim feminist; she subscribes to an Islamic feminism that rejects western ideas of gender equality. Bayat counts herself as one of the osulgarayan, the principalists or "fundamentalists", and has censured Ahmadinejad for his lax imposition of hijab, saying: "Observance of hijab has got worse since the new government because Mr Ahmadinejad is not that strict on the issue." She has criticised Shirin Ebadi, Iran's Nobel peace prize laureate, describing her as overly influenced by western feminist approaches and international law. In another statement she argued: "To say that women in Iran are under pressure, that their rights are violated, is not true."

Nonetheless, women in Iran are disadvantaged compared to men in many arenas, not least in divorce, custody and inheritance rights; even travel requires the permission of a husband or father – a fact that Bayat suggests can be resolved through dialogue between husband and wife. Bayat also opposes the UN charter on discrimination against women as it "contradicts the Islamic sharia law in some respects", notably in its restriction of polygamy.

Although Bayat's candidacy is still not confirmed, the new constitutional interpretation issued by the Guardian Council is a welcome development and should be celebrated. A female president would certainly be a significant advancement, but nonetheless a presidency under Rafat Bayat might well mark a continuation if not an increase in the restriction of Iranian women's rights.
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